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Let us return to his novels. They are still readable;
and of how many books written in the eighties can this be
said? Indeed, that not undiscerning American man of
letters, Christopher Morley, went so far in 1905 as to call
Shaw 'a great novelist gone wrong.' Be that as it may, it
was Shaw's misfortune rather than fault that his novels, a
generation or two ahead of their time, suffered from pre-
maturity of outlook. They were like butterflies in the
chrysalis stage, waiting, not dead but dormant. They
needed only the warm sun of their author's subsequent fame
to enable them to emerge from their brown-paper cocoons,
one by one, and wing their various ways into publication.
Meanwhile poverty, always poverty. Genteel poverty,
gnawing, humiliating, cramping. Poverty, Shabbiness, and
Shyness, his three disgraces,- would link arms and stand
before him in the still watches of pessimism, and stare at
him and challenge him to throw them off. Even his
clothes, scrupulously cared for, were in a shocking state.
In addition to broken boots, and cuffs whose raggedness
had to be trimmed with scissors, he calls to mind a 'tall
hat so limp with age that I had to wear it back-to-front to
enable me to take it off without doubling up the brim/
Probably the best uniform for disguising shabbiness is
evening dress, and Shaw thankfully availed himself of it.
He has given us two pictures of himself, thus attired,
prowling about London by night with empty pockets but
feeling almost presentable and socially at ease. In one
he is walking along Sloane Street when a down-and-out
approaches him and says he has no money. * Neither
have I,' answers Shaw. In the other a prostitute accosts
him at the corner of Bond Street and Piccadilly, and Shaw
makes the mistake of not realizing that if he answers her
politely she will be reluctant to leave him, with the result
that they are half-way up Bond Street, pursuer and pursued,
before he can persuade her that she has mistaken her man,
which he finally does by taking out his purse, turning it
upside down, and shaking it.
Had you seen a young man at supper time on a Sunday
evening walking back and forth along the Chelsea Embank-
ment, his incipient beard framing a miserable yet fiercely